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Right Place, Right Time
* ** *
The William 5. Knudsen Story
by ROBERT V ANDERKLOOT

I
"You talk funny." The little boy stood awkwardly, the
peak of his cap pointed sideways, looking up at the tall, thin
young man seated on the top step of the main entrance to the
eight-story apartment building which covered the entire
block at 152nd Street and Eighth Avenue.
"Vhut didt I say dut vhuss funny?" asked the young man.
"There, see?" giggled the six-year old, pointing his
finger at him. "You said 'vhut' instead of 'what'."
"Dten yabe you andt your friendts tell me how I talk
right," suggested the young man in his lilting Danish accent,
at the same time offering a piece of rock candy in his outstretched hand. Gazing at the friendly blue eyes, the smiling
lips, the ruddy, square-cut face topped by a shock of light
brownish hair, the boy advanced up the stairs to sit alongside his newly found friend, soon to be joined by other small
companions, their curiosities piqued by this new and
unusual addition to the community. The young man, Signius
Wilhelm Poul Knudsen, a new arrival to New York from his
native Copenhagen, had uncovered a way of learning a
foreign tongue which, while not unique, was certainly a
remarkable find for someone who had never heard of it.
Children, he reasoned, use the basics of any language,
expressing themselves simply and directly. This would be a
much faster way of learning the English spoken by the
average man on the street. And so it turned out, for in the
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span of three months of residence in the building, spending
one or two hours of most evenings talking to the children, hE
became proficient enough to hold his own in speaking
English, both on and off the job, a proficiency he continued
to improve upon. This training was the source of the strong,
straight-forward prose of his writing and speaking in late1
years.
He had arrived in New York City a few weeks earlier i
this year of 1900 with two basic assets - nineteen dollars in
his pockets, and a strong desire to find out all he could about
this great new world he was already feeling a part of. Den-6-

mark, as he wrote to his mother in Copenhagen, was always
first in his heart, but there was so much going on in America.
And everyone was in such a hurry! The first words he heard
in the New World, while standing at the top of the gangplank gaping at the strange scene unfolding before his awestruck eyes, were "Hurry up!" It was a rude awakening from
the several stormy but monotonous weeks he had shared
with almost 500 other passengers on the little 6,000-ton
"Norge" on the voyage from Denmark. Nevertheless, he had
his clue, and as he said in later years, he had to stary hurrying just to keep up with the parade.
Signius Wilhelm Poul had been born in Copenhagen on
March 25, 1879. His father, Knud Peter Knudsen, was a
customs broker, but had previously been a cooper, which,
along with sailing, had been a family occupation as far back
as 1660. His mother, Augusta Zollner Knudsen, came from a
family whose members had been carriage makers and
artisans since 1550. Married previously Knud Peter had
sired four sons and a daughter. 1 Widowed, he married
Augusta Zollner, the carriage maker's daughter, and
fathered Signius, the oldest of the second family, and six
more girls. 2
In most societies of the world it is traditional for
children to start school at the age of six. Denmark and
Signius fitted right into this pattern, but he also had the
additional task of going to work, so at this young age he
already found himself in two pursuits, learning and working,
that he would continue the rest of his life. Mornings he went
to the public school, then at 1:30 in the afternoon, at the rate
of two kroner per week, he pushed a glazier's cart, full of
glass, from the glazier's shop to the various building sites.
Andersen, his employer, was a tough boss, often keeping his
crew and the boy, too, until long after five on the work of
tearing down Copenhagen's ancient fortifications on the
city's outskirts to make way for the new construction he was
working on, which would eventually replace them. Signius
never complained.
This job and others like it did not interfere with his
ability to absorb knowledge. With seven years in the public
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school system, and two additional years in a government
training school, he had completed what today would be the
equivalent of high school and beginning college. At the top
of his class in history, literature, and particularly mathematics, he chose German as his language, but also made
additional informal studies of English and French. On
finishing high school he was recommended for a prize, and
was presented with a silver watch. Next came the two years
in the technical training school, where he learned to work
and make things with his hands. He graduated with honors.
So there he was, fifteen years old, schooling completed,
ready to take on a full time job. What would it be? His first
choice was to follow the old family tradition and go to sea,
but Knud Peter, the father, having already lost two sons to
the sea, 3 put his foot down, hard. There was much
wrangling, but in the end, Signius, as he knew he would all
along, had to give in. Chastened, he decided he would find a
job of his own choosing, and as a result he was apprenticed,
on contract from his father, to Fritz Hennigsen, wholesaler in
toys, crockware, and hardware. The hours, he was told by
Jacobsen, the foreman, were eight to five-thirty six days a
week, the pay two kroner per week the first year, with
increases each year up to eight kroner weekly the fourth
year. It was a humble start for the gangly boy, who in later
years was to become one of the most highly paid executives
of his time.
Music, which entered the picture during this period,
would eventually be an enjoyable part of his life. Augusta,
who always wanted him to become a musician, had made
sure that he started violin lessons at age seven. While he
never really took to it, he did learn to play well enough to be
able to perform in later years for family and friends. His
apprenticeship with Hennigsen was just getting under way
when she bought a piano and tried to persuade him to take
lessons, but he said he just didn't have the time. He did
promise that he would learn to play it, but Augusta didn't
think he ever would. Signius, however, had a plan in mind
which he soon put into operation. During his 30-minute
lunch period he would rush up the street while munching a
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sandwich, listen to the band play for the changing of the
guard at the King's palace, and then dash back down the
street, arriving in time to start the afternoon's work. In the
evening he sat at his mother's new piano picking out the
tunes he had heard, and it wasn't long before he had taught
himself the rudiments of harmony, eventually becoming the
source of music and entertainment at parties and family
gatherings.
As the apprenticeship drew to a close his brother told
him about Christian Achen, who needed help with his
imports of new lines of tubing and bicycle parts from
Germany and England. The job, paying 100 kroner per
month, turned out to be a fortuitous step in the extended
chain of events leading eventually to outstanding success, for
it didn't take long to discover that this skinny lanky man was
the logical one to put in charge of Achen' s new warehouse in
the free harbor of Copenhagen, a move which provided him
the opportunity of embarking on a career of making things.
One noteworthy achievement was his collaboration with one
of his employer's salesmen in the building of a tandem
bicycle, the kind used at the time by professionals in the
pacing of bicycle racing events. Gaining experience from a
number of such experiences, another important development
stemming from the warehouse job was his introduction to
the new machine tools being imported to Denmark from the
United States. The more he saw of this innovative machinery
the more he had the urge to visit the land where it was manufactured, so again there was a family conference, permission
granted, and soon he was saying goodbye to family, friends,
the members of his soccer club with whom he had spent so
many enjoyable hours of competition and play, and the
fraternity of pacemakers, with whom he had participated in
numerous road races in Denmark, Sweden and Northern
Germany. Ever after, when he made his semi-annual visit to
Denmark, there was a reunion and a party with the old
friends from the soccer team.

II
After he left the gangplank of the "Norge" on that cold
February day in 1900 his first move was to lug his heavy grip
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across the Battery to a Lutheran Mission on South Street,
where he presented the card of introduction he had received
on the ship. He paid the one dollar for a week's lodging, and
set about to see the town, soon making the great discovery
that a nickel for a glass of beer also entitled him to eat as
much as he wanted of the free lunch that was laid out by
saloon keepers. For ten days he tramped around looking for
jobs - nobody was looking for bicycle repair men or
mechanics - when he finally spotted a help-wanted ad for
an apartment house janitor. He applied to Mr. Harry
Hansen, a Norwegian, who was superintendent of the eightstory apartment house at Eighth A venue and 152nd, and got
the job. The pay was fifteen dollars a month plus room and
board.
During the next several days, Hansen, who worked
days as a carpenter, had a chance to size up his new janitor,
and one night when they were having a glass of beer
together, said that he thought Wilhelm was wasting his time
in this kind of a job, and Wilhelm agreed. Hansen recommended that he check the Seabury shipyards, where he had
heard new men were being put on, so early next morning
found him on the train to Morris Heights, where he joined a
group of job seekers at the gate. Standing out in the crowd
because of his height, the employment manager noticed him
and called him over to ask if he had ever worked in a
shipyard.
"No, sir," answered Knudsen, "but I'm used to working
with tools."
"Good," he replied. "Report to Jack Sullivan. Right over
there."
He reported to Sullivan, then to the timekeeper, who
asked him his name. "Signius Wilhelm Poul Knudsen," he
replied.
"Too long, snapped the man. "We haven't got time for
all that. From now on your first name is 'William,' and you'll
be called 'Bill'." Thus evolved his American name, William
S. (Signius) Knudsen.
So, the next time he wrote to his mother he informed her
that he now had a job reaming holes in a ship-plate for
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torpedo boats at a rate of seventeen and one-half cents an
hour, ten hours a day, five and a half days a week. What he
did not tell her was that he had acquired a black eye and a
bloody nose, the result of an argument at work. 4 He talked
to Hansen about it, who introduced him to a boxing
instructor, and it wasn't long before the men at the shipyard
learned not to pick on "the big Swede" if they wanted to
remain healthy. He soon became adept enough at the manly
art to be in demand at amateur boxing events which took
place frequently around the city.
It was autumn, and with the shipyards closing for the
season, Knudsen found a job repairing boilers in the Erie
railroad shop at Salamanca in the western part of New York
State. It was steady work, which he enjoyed, and here he
learned an important production lesson. He was helper to a
veteran boilermaker who, although he never seemed to
hurry, always got his work done ahead of the others.
When asked about it, the veteran, named Murphy, said,
"I always work it out on paper first, then I have to think
about it , and in that way I don't make mistakes or waste
time ." But with the discovery that Murphy, whom he greatly
admired for his skills, had been thirty years on that job at the
same pay he was drawing, Knudsen concluded that there
was very little future in boiler repair work.
Without realizing it, he was becoming an American,
but in addition, also without realizing it, he was becoming a
tough, hard-nosed boss, and in time the fights became less
frequent as everyone found out he could take care of himself.
When he got a thirty-day leave in the spring of 1902 he went
back for a visit to Denmark, all dressed up in his new blue
suit and white shirt. The family marveled at the $100 a
month pay he was making, and commented on his newly
acquired American accent. There was, of course, a riotous
reunion with the soccer club.
Back in Salamanca again, he continued on the boilermaking job, still uneasy about the fact that Murphy had
been there all those years yet didn 't make any more money
than he did. It was a stroke of luck, then, that he received a
letter at this time from his brother, Semon, who had become
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a partner in Christian Achen' s importing firm in Copenhagen.
They had approached John R. Keirns Mills, Inc., a Buffalo
manufacturer of bicycles, to become their representatives for
bicycle sales in Denmark. The letter asked if he would act as
interpreter when their head salesman, named Tursleff, made
the call on the Keirns plant.
Several months later the two men found themselves in
the office of William H. Smith, the Keirn plant superintendent, who quickly sized Knudsen up as a young man with a
promising future and offered him a job. The pay was less
than half what he was making at the Salamanca boiler plant,
but Knudsen, again thinking of Murphy working there at the
same wage of thirty years with eight kids to support,
accepted the offer, and so began the next important phase in
the development of his career.
At the Keirn plant, which employed in the neighborhood of 600 men, he began to display a number of previously
unrevealed talents talents which showed budding
executive ability. Among these were a streak of inventive
genius, ability to manage people, and an ability not only to
learn new things quickly, but also to apply them in meaningful ways to solve production problems. Success, too, was
starting to make him a bit cocky. He was chagrined one day
to learn from a pharmacist friend that he was the most hated
man in the plant, so he immediately set out to do something
about it. Many years later he revealed that his approach to
the problem was to make a study of the most successful
people he could find out about, to try to discover their
secret. What he discovered was that all of them had made
lots of friends, who helped them on the road to success, so he
decided to change the rough mannerisms he had developed,
and try to make as many friends as he could. He softened his
manner of speaking, a noticeable characteristic throughout
the remainder of his life. He went out of his way to help
people, making as many friends along the way as possible.
"The rest," he used to explain with characteristic logic, "was
simple arithmetic."
Many stories should be told about his achievements at
the Keirn Plant. He was made superintendent of the Pedal
Department not long after his arrival in 1902, and a little
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later became general assistant to William H. Smith. At the
age of twenty-nine he became general superintendent of the
plant, which, owing considerably to his innovations, now
employed more than 1500 people. It is interesting to
speculate what might have happened to Knudsen's career
had he not met Smith. Without a doubt he would have done
very well in fulfilling his strong ambitions, but it was Smith
who gave him direction, piling on responsibility after
responsibility until he finally became the plant's general
manager. There was a closeness between them, and he
always looked upon Smith as his mentor, the person who
had given him his real start. Smith was able to surf ace the
genius that Knudsen hid within himself, that native ability
to create and make things. Through it all Knudsen still
followed his now well-established practice of carrying on
conversations with children to improve his English-speaking
ability, and to the day of his death he never got over his love
for children. This was also the period when his well-known
response was developed for answering the telephone: "This
is Knudsen," which became almost a trademark and
copyright for his entire career.

III
In 1904, two years after Knudsen arrived in Buffalo,
Jens Rasmussen, another Dane from Copenhagen, came in to
see Knudsen about a job. An expert tool maker, he fitted
perfectly into the scheme of things at the Keim Plant, so was
hired right away. Knudsen found a room for him at his
boarding house, and over a period of several years they
became close friends. One Saturday afternoon in 1909 Rasmussen came to Knudsen and suggested that since it was
such a fine day they should take the day off and go to Luna
Park for the afternoon. Knudsen thought it was a good idea,
whereupon Jens explained that he was taking his girl, and
had asked her to bring her sister for him to act as escort.
"Just a minute, Jens," he protested, but Jens told him
everything was all set and that he had to go.
So he was introduced that afternoon to the two
German-American girls, first to Martha Euler, Rasmussen's
date, then to her sister, Clara Elizabeth Euler, with whom he
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was immediately smitten. That day he made up his mind that
this was the girl he was going to marry, but it took two years
of convincing to get her to agree. Finally, on November 1,
1911, they were married. They took a street car to the
wedding in the suburb of LaSalle, then a honeymoon trip on
the same car line back to Buffalo.
In 1906 The Keim Company had a chance to bid on
some parts for the Ford Motor Company of Detroit, which
was just beginning to show faint signs of a brilliant future.
Smith and Knudsen took a trip to Detroit, and due to some
ingenious production innovations devised by Knudsen,
Keim was awarded a contract worth more than $75,000, the
largest order in the company's history. Knudsen had solved a
production bottleneck Ford had been trying to overcome for
a long time, and for Keim this was the beginning of a great
influx of business, and a closer and closer relationship with
Ford, leading six years later to purchase of the company by
Ford.
Thus it was that when he returned three days after the
wedding, the plant was working three shifts, including
weekends, to keep up with the orders, a far cry, indeed, from
the virtually bankrupt situation just three years earlier. Sales
of Ford's "car for everyone" were far ahead of all expectations, leading to the necessity of purchasing 32 acres in Highland Park, Michigan for construction of a plant more than
twenty times larger than the old one on Piquette A venue in
Detroit. Even before Ford 's purchase of the Keim plant in
1911 Knudsen had become a highly important man to Ford ,
solving numerous production problems by his unique and
practical approach. The Keim purchase, a matter of fact ,
was made largely to lock him into the Ford organization.
On one of the Detroit trips Mr. Ford asked Smith and
Knudsen if they thought they could assemble Ford cars in
Buffalo. Knudsen thought they could but he wanted first to
see for himself how cars were assembled, which was quickly
arranged. After the inspection he told Mr. Ford they would
be able to do it, whereupon a contract was drawn up which
would make Keim the first plant outside of Detroit to manufacture Ford cars. When he got back to Buffalo he drove his
-14-

Ford into the plant, got a group of mechanics together and
told them to take the car apart and put the parts in four
separate bins. When this was accomplished he told them to
put the car together again as he watched. There were lots of
mistakes, but when quitting time arrived they had a very
good idea about the construction of an automobile. Then, to
quote the expression he used many times in his life, he got
"all the noses pointing in the same direction." 5 He
incorporated numerous improvements into the assembly
process, and it wasn't long before the new cars were being
produced in quantities exceeding the schedules that had been
set up.
By 1913 Ford decided he had to have this budding
thirty-three year old production genius at headquarters, so
he persuaded him to go to Detroit temporarily, briefly
leaving Clara and the two small children in Buffalo. What he
had in mind, he said, was to assemble cars on a production
line, and there would have to be a number of assembly
plants.
But the real excitement came when he said, "William, I
want you to go to each of these plants after they are built and
lay out the manufacturing procedures."
Toward the end of the year he selected and moved more
than sixty Keim executives and their families to Detroit, and
the new job was under way. He was told there would be
fourteen assembly plants around the country; also that they
were to be fashioned to permit the building of cars in the
same efficient manner he had devised for the Keim plant.
Mr. Ford knew a good thing when he saw it. The following
year, with this task well under way, he was placed in charge
of all assembly operations, at length becoming production
manager of the Ford Motor Company in 1917.
Clara and the two children 6 were moved to Detroit in
the summer of 1914 to a house on Medbury Avenue, but he
wouldn't be satisfied until he had a place he could call his
own. In Los Angeles and San Francisco, setting up assembly
plants, he had become intrigued with the so-called California
bungalow, a house with wide, low-pitched roof lines,
extensive porches, and a big front window. After acquiring
-15-
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several designs of these houses, he and Clara selected one
they thought would fit their needs, and construction got
under way on a lot on Moss A venue in Highland Park, a
mile or so from the Ford Highland Park plant. He had saved
enough money to get started, and arranged for a mortgage at
the Manufacturers Bank, located on Woodward Avenue
adjacent to Ford headquarters, which was the banking
institution favored by Mr. Ford and most of his employees.
A clause in the mortgage stated that the remaining money
would be available as soon as the plastering was completed,
but due to unforseen delays that operation was behind
schedule, which left him sweating trying to figure out how to
get around this obstacle.
The day after he got the news about the plaster he
received a message that Mr. James Couzens, the Ford
Treasurer, wanted to see him. Now what? Such a message
almost always meant trouble for its recipient, and he already
had his hands full with the plaster problem. So it was with
some misgivings that he presented himself at the office of
Mr. Couzens, who, much to his surprise, greeted him
cordially, complimenting him on the job he had been doing.
Couzens informed him that his pay was being raised from six
hundred dollars a month to a thousand, handed him an
envelope, and told him to keep up the good work. On his
way down the hall he opened the envelope, and stopped
short in disbelief. There was a check for five thousand
dollars.
He paused briefly at his office, told the secretary he'd be
back in an hour, made swift strides over to the bank, where
he paid off the mortgage, resolving then and there never
again to owe money to anyone, a resolve that was kept. 7
In 1915 Mr. Ford bought a huge piece of land just over
the southwest border of Detroit where the Rouge empties
into the Detroit River. His idea was to build a large complex
to manufacture motor vehicles in their entirety, from
production of raw materials to finished car. He explained the
idea to Knudsen, and asked what he thought of it.
It was obvious that he was opposed to it. "Too many
people and things in one place," he said. "Mr. Ford, if every-17-

one flushed the toilet at the same time the Rouge River would
overflow its banks." Mr. Ford smiled, but his mind was
already made up, and it wasn't too long before the Rouge
plant began to take shape under Knudsen's supervision. His
job was to plan and build the various plants and buildings
which would soon house all but a few of Ford's Detroit
operations. With America's entry into World War I he also
was assigned the task of manufacturing Eagle Boats for the
Navy, as well as tractors and other implements for the war
effort.
Knudsen had just about completed the movement of
equipment and personnel from Highland Park to Rouge by
the end of 1920. He used a construction system devised by
himself and the famous architect, Albert Kahn, to first lay
out the machinery and equipment for its most efficient use,
and then design the building around it. This device and the
innovative production methods had improved the efficiency
of Ford manufacturing to such an extent that the company
gradually pulled out of the tight money pinch it had found
itself in during the recession following the war.
He should have felt happier and more secure than at any
time in his life, but he wasn't, and he confided in his old
friend, William H. Smith, that he was going to quit his job.
"A lot of my orders have been countermanded the last
several months," he told him, "and I couldn't figure out what
was going on. I finally found out that it was Mr. Ford, but
when I talked to him about it he would just smile and walk
away. The way I look at it, if he hasn't got confidence in me,
then I shouldn't be here."
Smith, Henry and Edsel Ford, and others tried to talk
him out of it but he wouldn't be dissuaded, so he left the
company on the first of April, 1921. His salary at the time
was $50,000 per year plus 15% bonus. To paraphrase Ford's
remarks many years later, when asked why he had let his
star performer get away: "Knudsen was too big a man for the
organization. There wasn't room for both him and me in the
company. "
He went with Ireland and Matthews Manufacturing
Company, a Detroit Parts supply manufacturing concern
-18-

working primarily in brass, where he became general
manager. During his short stay at this company he designed
a new type of muffler as well as the manufacturing tools to
produce it, and sold it to Chevrolet Motor. Chevrolet
Purchasing, while not hostile, and perhaps due to his Ford
background, gave him a less than cordial reception, but
finally accepted the product. Unknown to them he had
already accepted a job with General Motors, and the next
day, February 23, 1922, found him as corporate staff
member in the General Motors Building, the building that
was to be his working home for many years to come. A mere
three weeks went by when he was selected by Mr. Pierre S.
Dupont, President of General Motors, to become Vice President in charge of Operations for Chevrolet, and in 1923 he
became President and General Manager. Under his direction
the Division eventually attained the highest production
record attained by an automobile company up to that time.
His first speech was a short one. At a Chevrolet sales
meeting in Chicago Mr. Richard H. Grant, whom he had
selected as sales manager, asked him to get up and talk. He
was scared when he went to the rostrum to face all those
people, and he finally blurted out the famous words that
have been quoted many times: "I vant vun for vun!" Which
meant, of course, that he wanted Chevrolet to match Ford's
sales. His audience stood up and cheered. The success of
Chevrolet became so outstanding that Ford was forced to
discontinue the Model T car, finally introducing the Model
A in 1928, but the new four cylinder Ford product still fell
considerably short of matching Chevrolet's new six cylinder
car designed by Knudsen.
Knudsen's
outstanding
achievements
continued
unabated, while his fame spread. In 1933 he was made
Executive Vice President of General Motors, and 1937 was
named President. There was a great deal of labor strife
during this period. A new labor union, the CIO, had
organized a new technique called the sit-down strike, which
gave him many sleepless nights as he tried to resolve the
thorny problems that constantly arose. At 5 a.m. on April
6, 1937 there was a ring on the special telephone which had
-19-

been installed at his bedside for use during the emergency. A
voice, said, "A new labor problem arose during the night but
we solved it without your help. You are now the grandfather
of a seven-and-a-half pound baby boy, and his name is
'Bill'." The voice was that of his son-in-law, married to his
oldest daughter, Clara (Tuttie). The reply was characteristic.
"The Lord be praised," he said. "We're going to open some
champagne and have a party. Call your father and tell him
to come."
And have a party they did, at six o'clock in the
morning, lasting all day and into the night. It didn't matter.
He was always ready for a party at any time, no matter what
the situation. He was one of the great party givers of all time.
Summers were spent at Grosse Ile, an island in the
Detroit River located twenty-five miles southwest of Detroit.
He bought the original ten acres in 1918, gradually
expanding it to a total of 60 acres. The property's original
homestead was expanded, in time, to a comfortable sixbedroom house, while outdoors the grounds were turned
into a lovely area of gardens and lawns, with a swimming
pool in a setting of rock gardens, surrounded by trees. The
gathering place was the dining room table, where poker
games frequently took place. Clara and Bill were both
excellent poker players, and with the children and their
boyfriends or girlfriends, as the case might be, observing, it
usually got to the point where Marna and Papa were the only
ones left in the pot.
Then the bickering would start. "What've you got?" he
would say. "Nertz to you," she'd reply. "Put your money in
the pot." Then they would bicker back and forth some more
until finally, as was usually the case, she would out-bluff
him and sweep in the pot triumphantly with exaggerated use
of both arms, while he would loudly protest, "Marna, you
cheated me."
Sunday dinners at the big table were joyful affairs. The
three daughters and Mama, with Valborg the Danish house
girl, all waited on the table, with boyfriends and other guests
looking on. A certain amount of Danish formality entered
into the picture with skoals and speeches. On one occasion,
-20-

when it was announced that Dottie (Elna), the second oldest
of the daughters, was engaged to John Stevenson, Bill
Knudsen stood up for the standard speech and said, looking
meaningfully at the prospective bride and groom, 'I want
you to know that I've had the family tree looked up, and in
three hundred years there hasn't been a divorce in the
Knudsen family."
Skippy Grow, one of the young guests at the table,
using a loud stage whisper, said, "I wonder who the s.o.b.
was who broke the record three hundred years ago?"
Whereupon, with everyone breaking into loud laughter, Big
Bill said, facetiously, "There you go - no respect for your
elders!"
Anyone who did not live through that period will have
difficulty comprehending the great renown Knudsen had
acquired. From 1933, when he became Executive Vice President, through the end of World War II there was hardly a
day, certainly not a week, when he wasn't front page news.
Such headlines as "KNUDSEN FORESEES GREATER
PRODUCTION"
or "KNUDSEN PREDICTS AUTO
BOOM" were commonplace. Wherever he went he was a
target for interviews by reporters. Having become a skillful
speaker he frequently addressed large gatherings, captivating
all with his adroit, charming blend of dignity, humor, and
common sense. Parties were given in his honor; he received
awards and honorary degrees. In short, this man who had
come to the United States a stranger, a raw, unfinished
product, had become a sophisticated, important leader in his
adopted country and certainly one of the most sought after.
Through it all he maintained a humble outlook. Frequently he would say that most of his success was dumb
luck, that he had happened to be in the right places at the
right times through most of his life. But as anyone knows
who has followed his career, it most certainly was not
"dumb luck." When he walked into a room in hotel, club,
airport, railroad station, or into someone's house, there was
electricity in the air. People would turn around to look, walk
over to talk to him, exchange greetings, and, graciously, he
would return their salutations and always find some topic to
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discuss that would serve to put the other at ease.
He was not above playing practical jokes at times. In
1926, when buying his house on Balmoral Drive in Detroit's
Palmer Woods, the real estate agent set a date for the
closing, and told him the amount in thousands of dollars that
would be needed. It was essential that it be legal tender or
certified check. Knudsen showed up with the exact amount
in thousand dollars bills, an unusually large sum, nearly
causing the agent to fa int on the spot.
The musical career his mother had hoped for showed up
in the family evenings, when he loved to accompany others
on various instruments. He became quite adept on the
xylophone, which, in the end, turned out to be his best
musical instrument, although he did well, too, on piano,
organ, violin, and mandolin. 8
He had come a long way, but it was on merit, not luck.
And he revered the United States, the land of opportunity
that had given him and everyone else the same chance to get
ahead.
V
When World War II entered the picture there was no
question as to what he was going to do. In May of 1940
President Roosevelt, in a special radio message, alerted the
nation to the fact that the United States was woefully
unprepared to defend itself in the event of war. Europe was
already engulfed in World War II. In a few days Knudsen
received a personal telephone call at his home from the President asking him to leave his job and go to Washington to
direct the defense effort as head of the newly created Office
of Production Management. One of his great maxims was
that it is a good idea to get a consensus of opinion when
important matters are decided, so he immediately called a
family conference which included his son, Semon (Bunkie),
the three daughters and spouses, and several other old
friends whose opinions he trusted.
At the meeting, which took place at his home in Palmer
Woods, it was apparent that the purpose was not to ask
opinions, because his mind was already made up. The
consensus was not to accept the president's request, but he
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felt that if his country needed him it was his duty to comply.
The General Motors hierarchy was also against the move,
but he continued to insist that he owed it to his adopted
country. The next day he wired his acceptance to the
President, took a leave of absence without pay from General
Motors, and henceforth through the end of World War II
worked entirely for his adopted country at a total pay of one
dollar per year. It was the least he could do, he said, in
return for the oppportunities the country had given him
since his arrival forty-one years earlier.
He thought he knew what to expect when he arrived in

1941 - Demonstrating he could still do it.
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Washington, but he was quite unprepared for the highly
charged political atmosphere that confronted him. Looking
back after the span of almost fifty years it is still difficult to
understand how he was able to accomplish so much under
such circumstance. He wisely surrounded himself with a
group of men willing to give up their normal occupations,
unselfish patriots who were top industrialists and administrators, whom he managed to convince to go to work at the
princely sum of one dollar per year. He set up a program of
materials priorities, arranged for gradual lessening of
automotive production, and started to feed arms production
to both automotive and other plants.
Mass production was the answer to the inflated war
material requirements, but this required tooling, and tooling
takes time, something the Army, Navy, and other government officials did not understand. There was much criticism
and many people to contend with. Nevertheless, by the time
the Pearl Harbor attack brought the United States abruptly
into the war eighteen months later, American management
and American labor had matched and gone beyond what the
Germans under Hitler had taken five years to do.
Still, the political backbiting was an enigma for
Knudsen, a patriot who just wanted to do the best that could
be done to get a successful production program under way.
Early in January of 1942 he was seated one evening in the
library of the Washington home he had rented. With him
was Mr. Earl F. Johnson (always addressed as "E.F."), a
brilliant engineer who had retired at a very young age from
General Motors, whom Knudsen had called out of retirement to become one of his key men in Washington. Pearl
Harbor had been attacked by the Japanese a month earlier ,
so they were listening to the latest radio war news when they
both sat bolt upright at an announcement that Mr. William
S. Knudsen, head of the Office of Production Management,
had been replaced. Then the news continued with other
items. The two men stared at each other speechless, not
believing what they had just heard. After some moments of
silence Knudsen made some phone calls and got
confirmation that it was, indeed, true. President Roosevelt
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had succumbed to political pressure from liberal politicians
and pro-labor legislators, and had decided, even at possible
sacrifice of essential production, to eliminate the man who
had put it all in place. The politicians were jealous that a
private industrialist had been given that kind of power.
After a period of about ten days of turmoil there was
another startling announcement. William S. Knudsen had
been commissioned a Lieutenant General, United States
Army, Supervising Production. In this capacity it was felt
that politics would not be involved, and as it turned out, it
was a sensible solution to the problem. Roosevelt had
again succumbed to pressure, this time from military leaders
who insisted that something be done to keep production
going. Knudsen was the logical answer.
In uniform, he worked tirelessly through the war years
solving problem after problem, making numerous trips back
and forth to various plants. It was a continuation and
extension of the dealer and plant visits he had made while
with Ford and General Motors. He finally even went overseas to the South Pacific war area to check on actual
operation of the weapons he had caused to be produced. All
of this was highly secret, of course, and he never discussed it.
When one of his daughters asked why he had to go those
thousands of miles to Australia, and endure those sleepless
nights for weeks on end, he replied, "I had to see that the
Navy boys had enough beer."
Using his old streak of inventive genius, and his natural
ability to solve production problems, he created countless
innovations to develop America's war muscle through those
taxing years. Evidence is ample that World War II would
have lasted far longer had it not been for this great man's
inspirational ability at organization and getting to the heart
of problems as they arose.

VI
The war over, Knudsen resigned his comm1ss1on on
June 1, 1945. A modest appraisal of his accomplishments
reveals that his contributions to the war effort were massive.
The comparison of production figures for the years 1941 and
1945 gives the picture, a picture almost beyond belief, so
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great were the quantities of arms and material being
produced month after month.
When he returned to Detroit the entire city turned out to
honor him. There was a huge parade, dinners, speeches, and
a mammoth reception at the Masonic Tempie Auditorium,
where over five thousand people saw a stage presentation
depicting his life story. There were speeches by the Mayor of
the City of Detroit and the Governor of the State of
Michigan. Senators, Congressmen, and other celebrities also
spoke. Seated beside him in a special box were Robert B.
Patterson, Undersecretary of War, and George C. Marshall,
General of the Army. At the end, after receiving a golden
key to the city and giving humble thanks for the tribute that
had been paid him, he said simply, 'Good night, my friends.
May God bless you all."
And there was a ten minute standing ovation, and
continuing cheers from those five thousand throats. The city
had never seen anything like it, nor has it since.
He wanted to go back to General Motors, which,
because of his outstanding accomplishments there, was his
great pride and joy, but it was not to be. His idea was to
institute a GM department somewhat analogous to that of
the Inspector General of the armed services. He thought that
he could initiate such a department, and that it would be of
great service to the corporation. From his suite in the
Waldorf Astoria he left at 8 a.m. one morning in high spirits
to discuss this concept with Chairman of the Board, Alfred
P. Sloan. By 9: 15 a.m. he was back in the suite, a dispirited
man. Mr. Sloan had told him that the rules of the
corporation were that sixty-five was the compulsory
retirement age. Therefore, they could not consider his
suggestion.
"They don't vant me," he said. "They don't vant me."
They did, however, make him a member of the Board
of Directors, and although he did not have too many more
years to live he kept busy on various projects, did a
considerable amount of consulting for corporations, and
spent much time with his family and grandchildren, now
numbering twelve.
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The war years had taken a considerable toll of
everyone. Some found it on the battlefield; others, Knudsen
among them, found it in the countless hours they had had to
put in and the heavy decisions they were compelled to make.
It was not surprising, then, that a stroke dealt him a heavy
blow in the latter part of 1947, one from which he never fully
recovered. In the ensuing months, as he faded further, his
son and sons-in-law spelled each other staying nights to
assist the round-the-clock nurses taking care of him. All the
members of the family were present when he finally passed
away in his home at 1501 Balmoral Drive in Detroit,
Michigan at 4:55 p.m. on April 27, 1948.
His honors were numerous. They included the thirtythird degree in Masonry, and the Distinguished Service
Medal with Oak Leak Cluster from the United States of
America. He had received numerous honorary degrees. But
the award which gave him the greatest pride was the Grand
Cross of Dannebrog which the King of Denmark had pinned
on his uniform when he visited Copenhagen in July, 1945.
There can be no finer tribute to this great man than the
simple inscription on the plaque affixed to the place of his
birth 9 in Copenhagen:
William S. Knudsen
March 25, 1879
He was to Denmark
a good son and to
America a good citizen

FOOTNOTES
1 The four children, half-brothers and sisters to Signius, were Semon
Emil , Dagmar, George , and Ove Axel.
2 Augusta 's six children were Signius Wilhelm Poul, Obeline, Louise,
Martha , Anna, and Elna. Louise, married to Henry John Petersen,
who died at a young age , lived in Ann Arbor, Michigan for many
years , where her three children all graduated from the University of
Michigan. Family and friends called her "Vissa." Most of these are
family names in use for many generations , and most continue in the
present generation.
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3 Dagmar married a captain in the merchant marine. George, a carpenter, unhappy about strikes staged by the strengthening Social
Democratic Party, sailed as ship's carpenter on full-rigged ships out of
Hamburg to the Caribbean, died of malaria at twenty-six, and was
buried at sea off Mobile, Alabama. Ove Axel joined the Danish Coast
Guard, later shipping out on long voyages to South America and Asia.
He was lost at sea when his vessel disappeared en route to Argentina.
Over the years, after William S. Knudsen became famous, he received
a number of letters and telephone calls from persons claiming to be one
of the lost brothers. On investigation, the claims always proved false.
A standard family joke was about the long-lost brother who claimed
to be the one who was "lost at sea and never was found."
4 He also received a cut upper lip, leaving a scar which is supposed to be

the reason he raised a mustache to hide it.
5 He was noted for these kinds of expressions, which are found in
abundance in his speeches and writings. In one of his last public appearances, which is on a record, he said, "When we get all the noses
pointed in the same direction, then we start to make progress. "
6 As they were born, Knudsen gave each of the four children a nickname. Semon Emil became "Bunkie," as on shipboard when one has a
"bunkmate;" Clara Augusta became "Tuttie," a Danish tradition when
mother and daughter have the same name; Elna Louise became
"Dottie," probably just because she looked like a "Dottie" (people still
call her "Dorothy" at times); Martha Ellen became "Girlie," simply because she was a little girl (family members still address her by that
name, although she has long since become "Martha" to everyone else).
7 The young teller at the bank who handled their account was William
A. Mayberry, who later became Chairman of the Board of Manufacturers National Bank of Detroit.
8 The author accompanied him many times on piano , accordion , organ ,
banjo, guitar, and mandolin, both before and after marrying his oldest
daughter, Clara Augusta (Tuttie). They were some of the pleasantest
evenings in my memory. As a student in Ann Arbor I would come
home weekends. Semon (Bunkie) was away at M.I.T. in Boston, so
Mr. Knudsen, with Mrs Knudsen and the three daughters, was the
only male in the house. He would answer the doorbell, standing looking at me with his hands on hips , and say, "Thank God. Somebody
with pants on the outside. Come on in and have a drink! " Then the
musical evening would begin, mostly with just the two of us, although
Dottie and Girlie could usually be found peeking around the corners
for a look at older sister's boyfriend.
9 Voldmestergade, No. 26 , Copenhagen , Denmark.
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